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Looking at the nature of nouns and verbs along with support for innate 
constraints, there should be the same clear and universal predominance 
among all children for learning nouns over verbs in early lexical 
development. On the other hand, a variety of cultural and language-
dependent factors, such as morphology, saliency, frequency in the input 
and pragmatics could impact the acquisition of nouns in comparison to 
verbs.   
I compared the vocabulary acquisition of English-speaking and French-
speaking (“European”) children to that of Mandarin-speaking and 
Korean-speaking (“Asian”) children at the ages of 16-months, 19-
months and 22-months using the online children’s vocabulary learning 
database Wordbank and found that the evidence for a universal noun-
category bias is lacking, likely due to the linguistic and cultural features 
of the groups considered. 
 
1. Introduction  
The idea that children use an implicit bias for human language in 
communication, favoring categorization for learning novel words is well 
supported by a variety of studies (Markman & Hutchinson 1984; Waxman 
& Kosowski 1990; Fulkerson & Waxman 2007; Gelman & Meyer 2011). 
The questions of the origins, mechanisms, and extent of this bias logically 
follow. The universality of noun bias is among the considerations that 
linguists are examining.  
Do children around the world all acquire the same types of words in the 
same order? There are two predominant views in child language acquisition: 
linguistic relativity, which proposes that the language properties determine 
the order of vocabulary learning, contrasts with the idea that children learn 
the more simple conceptual words before those which are more complex 
regardless of the language, also known as natural partitioning (Gentner 
1982).   
The main focus of this study is to examine to what extent the data shows 
support for a strong innate universal or language-dependent noun bias in 
children’s early vocabulary acquisition. No one knows all the details of how 
children learn words, but research in early child language acquisition has 
revealed many processes that play a role. It is generally accepted that 
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children are born with certain aspects of language or inclinations to help 
them to learn words rather quickly. These tendencies could include 
cognitive awareness and predispositions towards specific understandings of 
the world. Referentiality, whole object assumption, shape bias, mutual 
exclusivity, taxonomic categorization and extension principles as well as 
core knowledge are all presumed to be part of a child’s repertoire for word 
learning (Markman & Hutchinson, 1984). Another possible candidate for 
inclusion in this list of innate biases helping vocabulary acquisition is that 
of the lexical category of nouns over other types of words. Gleitman (1994) 
& Naigles (1990) among others have argued for syntactic bootstrapping and 
shown that children use frequency patterns to determine word boundaries. 
All of these processes are part of the tools that children use to learn hundreds 
of words in their first few years of life.  
 
1.1 Noun bias 
The most common understanding of noun bias and the one that is adopted 
here is that nouns are the earliest category of words acquired in children’s 
speech. Namely, nouns are learned first, before verbs or other parts of 
speech. This is the view that was first presented by Gentner (1982) on the 
basis that nouns are more concrete and therefore easier to learn than verbs.  
There has been a lot of research on nouns and how children learn them, yet 
verbs are still largely responsible for much of the grammatical structure of 
a language. Michael Tomasello says that “Verbs… designate events that in 
many cases are highly complex” (Tomasello, 1992: 6). The acquisition of 
verbs is a big step toward syntactic acquisition as well. He argues: “the 
concepts underlying early verbs are not static and permanent but dynamic 
and transient… [and] children use social pragmatic cues and abilities of 
cultural learning” (Tomasello, 1992: 19-20). The nature of verbs as 
relational and changeable when opposed to stable nouns as primarily object 
labels lends support to the intuitive view of verbs being more complicated 
than nouns.  
Based on these universal principles for children’s learning of new object 
labels and specifically for mapping to certain categories, one would expect 
nouns to be learned earlier relative to verbs across all languages, but a 
linguistic relativity view would anticipate some differences in the ratio of 
nouns learned over verbs due to specific language factors. These factors 
could include language specific features of morphology, saliency, 
frequency, pragmatics and the like. The cognitive constraints mentioned 
above are not considered helpful for learning verbs, except for Naigles’s 
(1990) & Gleitman’s (1994) proposal of syntactic bootstrapping where 
children use frames or cues in the context to learn verbs and their meanings. 
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1.2 Language-specific Influences 
The structure of nouns compared with verbs could play a role in the success 
with which children are able to learn these words. Differences in the 
semantic and structural components, concreteness, and morphology mean 
that children may learn nouns before verbs. Accordingly, the relative 
morphological complexity of words within a given language could impact 
the saliency, possibly making verbs more prominent and potentially easier 
to learn. English-speaking children acquired morphemes in the same order, 
though the rate varied, and there was also at least some evidence of parental 
input impacting the acquisition of morphemes (de Villiers & de Villiers 
1985). Morphological complexity for verbs outweighs nouns in Korean 
(Comrie 2009). In French, nouns might be considered slightly more 
morphologically complicated than verbs, whereas the morphology of both 
verbs and nouns is generally as simple as could be in Mandarin (Comrie 
2009). Two opposing views present themselves with regard to morphology 
and saliency: 1) more complex morphology makes words standout, and 2) 
more simple morphology is easier to learn. Under the first view, verbs 
would be more salient and therefore understood and used more readily. By 
the second, the easier noun words would be more quickly grasped and 
therefore produced earlier. 
Since different language typologies organize utterances differently, saliency 
of nouns or verbs or other parts of speech will vary across languages.  Most 
research confirms that the utterance-final position is more salient for 
children learning language (Bornstein, Cote, Maital, Painter, Park, Pascual, 
Pêcheux, Ruel, Venuti & Vyt 2004). At the end of an utterance, Korean 
speakers used more verbs than nouns (Au, Dapretto & Song 1994). Tardif, 
Shatz & Naigles (1997) found that in Chinese, verbs tend to appear at the 
end of child-directed speech. The saliency of nouns was found in speech 
directed toward children for English (Goldfield 1993). There has not been 
much research on parental speech and the positions of nouns or verbs for 
children learning French, but the structure of the language suggests that, 
like English, nouns would be more common in the utterance-final position. 
A noun bias could be related to the prevalence of nouns. Nouns are more 
common than verbs in many languages (Gentner 1982). In English, there 
may be nearly ten times the number of nouns compared to verbs. In both 
English and in Chinese it is clear that there are more noun types, but the 
number of verb tokens is greater overall in child-directed speech. 
The structural composition of languages is only part of the picture when 
considering early word learning. The communicative nature of language 
and the human desire to interact socially show up in the acquisition of first 
words for children in all languages, particularly with familial terms as first 
words. Personalities may influence the types of utterances produced (de 
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Villiers & de Villiers 1985). The social and cultural values could have an 
influence on what types of words children use first. Goldfield (1993) found 
that context of play influenced the noun or verb predominance. Object 
naming practices vary greatly from culture to culture; English-speaking 
mothers, especially from the middle-class, tend to use more nouns than 
others do. Korean-speaking caregivers tend to direct their children toward 
activities instead of object labeling.  
In sum, English, French and Mandarin have a simple oral verbal and 
nominal morphology, but Korean not so much with multiple politeness 
forms, well-developed case, and verbal tense, aspect, and mood systems 
(Comrie 2009). 
 
2. Previous Research 
Clark (1985) found verbs to be very rare in young children’s first words in 
French. French-speaking children use object labels and the noun category 
to enhance their learning of new words (Waxman, Senghas & Benveniste 
1997). There is not really any question as to the presence of a strong noun 
bias in English; the main question that remains in looking at the noun-
category bias for English-speaking children is related to how children 
classify the words they produce.  
Korean-speaking children showed that although the number of nouns 
produced was slightly more than that of verbs, the comparable ratio of nouns 
to verbs was significantly different than that of English-speaking toddlers 
(Kim, McGregor & Thompson 2000). The proportions of nouns and verbs 
in the Korean-speaking children’s productive vocabularies were nearly the 
same. Depending on the context of play, Tardif, Gelman & Xu (1999) found 
that the majority of Chinese-speaking children used more verbs than nouns, 
but that the numbers were approximately equal on the whole.  
In sum, noun bias is a potentially universal measure of preference given to 
early learning of nouns in the productive speech of toddlers on the basis of 
constraints and inherent learnability of nouns over other lexical and 
grammatical categories across languages despite differences in those 
languages. The previous research in regarding noun bias has been somewhat 
mixed for “Asian” (Mandarin and Korean) languages while showing a 
strong noun bias in “Indo-European” (French and English) languages. 
 
3. Hypothesis and Predictions  
The language data presented as well as the previous research indicate that 
differences in language features may play a role in how readily children 
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learn different categories of words. I investigate whether language impacts 
the strength of a noun bias in early lexical development for children. If 
noun-category bias is a universal principle and part of the innate constraints 
common to all children, then children across even quite different languages 
should show evidence of this.  
If a noun bias is language dependent, children learning Indo-European 
languages and growing up in Western cultures could exhibit a strong and 
clear noun-category bias, but children learning Asian languages in an Asian 
culture would not necessarily show evidence of a strong noun bias and 
might indeed demonstrate a bias for verbs or no bias at all in their early 
vocabulary acquisition.  
 
4. Data Presentation  
One of the most robust sources of information for children’s lexical 
development is found in the Wordbank online database (Frank, Braginsky, 
Yurovsky & Marchman 2016). The MacArthur-Bates Communicative 
Development Inventories (CDI) are a proven reliable source of early lexical 
information for young children (Fenson, Marchman, Thal, Dale, Reznick & 
Bates 2007). This information collected from caregivers from numerous 
languages about the productive utterances of their children is quite 
comprehensive (Fenson, Marchman, Thal, Dale, Reznick & Bates 2007; 
Von Holzen, Nishibayashi & Nazzi 2018; Trudeau & Sutton 2011; 
Boudreaul, Cabirol, Trudeau, Poulin-Dubois & Sutton 2007; Hao, Shu, 
Xing & Li 2008; Tardif, Fletcher, Liang & Kaciroti 2009; Pae & Kwak 
2011). One critical study concluded that the caregiver reports tended to 
overestimate the proportion of common nouns compared to analyses 
looking at spontaneous speech (Malvern, Richards, Chipere & Durán 2004). 
To offset this potential maternal bias, the word types that are included in the 
noun count are common nouns and include the categories of animals, body 
parts, clothing, food and drink, furniture, household, outside and places, and 
toys and vehicles. 
What is typically considered a verb includes action words and verbs that 
reflect a change of state. Tomasello (1992) also includes relational and 
social words as “non-nominal expressions” (Tomasello 1992: 6). This 
prompts the inclusion of games and routines as a verb for the purposes of 
children’s early word learning.  
There are other categories that are not considered in these data, but there are 
very few of these function words known by the majority of children at these 
ages. The total possible number of words in the database is about 700 for 
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each language: American English (n = 680), European and Canadian French 
(n = 690), Mandarin Chinese (n = 799), and Korean (n = 641). 
Sample size is another important factor in designing a study and in 
examining the results. This was the main motivation to include the Canadian 
French data in with the French data from France – combining these 
increases the sample size dramatically. This was also a significant 
consideration in selecting which languages to include in the study as not all 
of the languages in the database have large sample sizes from which to 
examine the data. 
Sample size 16-months 19-months 22-months 
Asian 181 185 181 
Indo-Euro 1843 393 298 
Table 1.  Sample Size of Parental Reports by Language Group 
To simplify analysis, English and French, which are related languages 
having relatively low aural morphology of nouns and verbs but high 
saliency of nouns, high noun input frequency, and significant prior research 
showing a strong noun bias, are grouped together as “Indo-European” 
languages. Alternatively, Korean has a relatively complex verbal and 
nominal morphology while Chinese has practically zero verbal or nominal 
morphology, but both of these languages have evidence of high saliency 
and input frequency for verbs as well as pragmatic features that link them 
together. So, Beijing Chinese and Korean are grouped together as “Asian” 
languages.    
On Stanford University’s Wordbank (Frank, Braginsky, Yurovsky & 
Marchman 2016), I looked up the item trajectories by word in each of the 
five languages’ databases. I collected the information regarding the 
production of words using the simple definition for a majority as being 
equal to 50% or more, I determined which words are known by the majority 
of children at the ages of 16 months, 19 months, and 22 months. In order to 
combine the French data into one set, I averaged the scores together to form 
a composite set to include. Then, I counted up the total number of nouns 
and verbs known by the majority of children for each of the four languages 
at the given ages. I also compared the relative number of nouns and verbs 
in each of the languages. After compiling the data for each individual 
language, I averaged the data for the Indo-European languages and the 
Asian languages to make two comparable groups. In this way, I compared 
the production of nouns and verbs in children at 16 months, 19 months, and 
22 months cross-linguistically to see if there was evidence of universal noun 
bias in word learning for children around the world.  
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Interestingly, at 16 months of age, when the children have a vocabulary of 
fewer than 50 words, the analysis shows no clear dominance in the types of 
words being acquired for either group. The older age groups confirm 
previous research showing a strong noun bias in vocabulary acquisition for 
English-speaking and French-speaking children. In comparing the raw 
numbers (see Table 3), the majority of French- and English-speaking 
children show a clear predominance for nouns over verbs. The number of 
words known by majority of children includes almost four times as many 
nouns as verbs at 22 months of age.  
Asian 16-months 19-months 22-months 
Verbs 3.5 34.5 107 
Nouns 3.5 40 126.5 
Total 7 74.5 233.5 





16-months 19-months 22-months 
Verbs 3 12.5 28 
Nouns 3.5 40 106.5 
Total 6.5 52.5 134.5 
Table 3.  Number of words known by the majority of French-speaking and 
English-speaking children 
Next, the results show that the data on noun words (40 noun words) are 
identical for children from both groups of languages at 19 months and at 16 
months (3.5 nouns words). Yet, there is a distinct shift in the difference 
between the two language groups with regard to the number of verbs known 
by the majority of children at the age of 19 months, and this difference 
grows to be even more dramatic at 22 months of age (see Figure 1). Thus, 
the number of verbs used by the majority of children in the two Asian 
languages is 107 compared to 28 verbs used by the majority of the two 
European languages at 22 months.  
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Figure 1.  Number of Known Nouns and Verbs in Mandarin & Korean 
(Asian) and French & English (Indo-European) at 16, 19, 22 months 
 
 
Figure 2.  Percentage of Verbs and Nouns Known Relative to the Total 
Possible Words for Mandarin & Korean (Asian) and French & English 
(Indo-European) at 16, 19, 22 months 
The Indo-European group shows a substantial disparity between the number 
of nouns and verbs, the Asian group knows fairly balanced numbers of 
nouns and verbs, with only a slight advantage going to nouns over verbs 
(see Figure 2). It is especially interesting to note that the number of verbs 
known by the majority of children in the Asian language group is almost 
identical to the number of nouns known by the majority of children in the 
Indo-European group. The results are clear that Mandarin- and Korean-
speaker toddlers do not show the same level of strength for a noun bias in 
vocabulary acquisition as English- and French-speaking toddlers. 
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5. Interpretation  
The predictions that flow from both a universal and non-universal approach 
remain valid, and it is clear that children learn vocabulary quickly and 
efficiently, going from just a few words (less than 10 nouns and verbs) 
known by the majority of these children at 16 months of age to well over a 
hundred words (approximately 200 nouns and verbs) only 6 months later. 
Gentner’s (1982) Natural Partitions Hypothesis proposed that children 
universally learn nouns before verbs because the noun category “is, at its 
core, conceptually simpler or more basic than those corresponding to verbs 
and other predicates” (Gentner 1982: 301-302). However, that study 
included proper nouns, or names for relatives in the category of nouns. 
These familial names accounted for vast majority of Turkish, Japanese, 
Kaluli and Chinese nouns, and are arguably first words because of their 
social and communicative value. The forms of these family terms represent 
the first babbling sounds in many languages of the world, whether they are 
mapped onto meaning or not (Jakobson, 1962).  
Bornstein, Cote, Maital, Painter, Park, Pascual, Pêcheux, Ruel, Venuti & 
Vyt (2004) found significant differences in the ratio of nouns and verbs, but 
only for children who were beyond the initial stages of word learning, 
producing greater than 50 words. These results were confirmed in this study. 
Clark (1985) also contended that different languages show many of the 
same developmental trends because of the large influence of cognitive 
development on certain aspects of language acquisition, but differences 
could be attributed to the varying levels of linguistic complexity.  
If a universal constraint is ruled out on the basis of the degree of difference 
found, the question still remains of what causes the small dominance of 
nouns or the level of variation between the groups. Here, the information 
presented above regarding the other potential factors in noun bias step into 
the spotlight. The nature of nouns as more concrete and simple versus verbs 
as more complex and relational, or the role of different aspects of individual 
languages, could interact in varying degrees and at a wide array of levels. 
The verbal or nominal morphology, saliency, input frequency, and 
especially pragmatics of each language are worth looking at more in depth. 
Western cultures are known to favor pointing and labeling in their 
interaction with young children and thus should produce more nouns overall 
than Asian culture, which is seen as more event oriented. 
One of the most interesting aspects of the data was found in separating the 
groups. Namely, there were a large number of words known by the majority 
of Beijing Chinese children compared to all of the others. In Chinese, the 
low morphological complexity and strong cultural encouragement for 
children to speak may help explain why they have so many words (Gentner 
YEE: IS NOUN BIAS UNIVERSAL? 
41 
1982). Likewise, another surprising feature is that the Korean-speaking 
children knew a considerably smaller number of total words than children 
in any of the other languages. One almost obvious answer to this could come 
from the morphological structures of these two languages. Korean, having 
by far the most complex morphology of the languages examined here, based 
on this factor alone, might be expected to have a slower rate of lexical 
acquisition, and indeed, the results show a clear distinction. Gopnik and 
Choi (1995) also observed that Korean-speaking toddlers had significant 
delays compared to English speakers in “nonlinguistic classification 
abilities” but not in other cognitive skills and that there is a high correlation 
between object naming and classification among English speakers (Gopnik 
& Choi 1995). This evidence of cognitive and linguistic development 
interacting in complex ways shows that there is still more research to be 
done. 
Some might be tempted to critique these findings because of the rather 
conservative definition of noun paired with a rather large definition of verb, 
but Tardif (1996) found that the definition of the categories of noun and 
verb didn’t change the results of no noun bias for Chinese-speaking 
children. The familial terms that are listed in the MCDI, are not common 
nouns. Including the games and routines category as main verbs is 
motivated by the abstract conceptual roles that they play as well as the ways 
in which children and adults use these words, which are not at all like 
common nouns. In addition, these same categorical definitions were also 
used in other studies that claimed to find a noun bias cross-linguistically 
(Bornstein, Cote, Maital, Painter, Park, Pascual, Pêcheux, Ruel, Venuti & 
Vyt 2004). Finally, for the all of the languages, the verb options were 
equivalent to about one-quarter of the total choices on the parent report 
form, and nouns made up a little over half of the options. 
In seeking to explain to what extent the data do or do not support a cross-
linguistic noun bias, the results are clear that children use all of the available 
processes and input to learn words quickly. And yet they do not do so at the 
same rate universally, so a strong universal noun-category bias is ruled out. 
 
6. Conclusion 
The evidence from other research and this study confirms that children seem 
to learn nouns slightly more readily than verbs, but noun bias is not a clear 
cross-linguistic, universal constraint. The data do not support an innate 
universally strong noun bias in children’s early vocabulary acquisition. The 
nature of nouns compared to verbs may indeed play a role in children’s early 
vocabulary development, but various language- and culture-dependent 
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factors also play a role. The full extent of the role of each of these factors 
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